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F L Learning in 
the Soviet Union 
-Emma Birkmaier 



Not only has the government of 
the United States been looking closely 

AT ITS MODERN LANGUAGE PROGRAM, BUT 
THE LEARNING AND TEACHING OF FOREIGN 
LANGUAGES HAVE ALSO BECOME A MAJOR 
CONCERN TO THE U.S.S.R. A FEW QUOTA- 
TIONS from the U.S.S.R, Council of Min- 
isters* Decision on Improving Foreign 
Language Instruction give an insight 
into this problem. ", • . The U.S.S.R. 
State Planning Committee and the Union 
Republic Councils of Ministers must 

PROVIDE IN THEIR ANNUAL PLANS FOR THE 
ALLOCATION OF THE REQUIRED EQUIPMENT 
^ND AIDS FOR FOREIGN LANGUAGE INSTRUC- 
TION in Schools, . . • Inadequately 

TRAINED FOREIGN LANGUAGE INSTRUCTORS 



ARE TO BE SENT TO ADVANCED TRAINING 
COURSES OR DISMISSED." " ! N THE MAIN 
GRADUATES OF GENERAL EDUCATION SCHOOLS 
AND HIGHER AND SPECIALIZED SECONDARY 
INSTITUTIONS HAVE A POOR KNOWLEDGE OF 
FOREIGN LANGUAGES. BECAUSE OF THEIR 
LIMITEO V0CA8ULARY AND A PURELY ACA- 
DEMIC KNOWLEDGE OF GRAMMAR, THEY ARE 
UNABLE TO TRANSLATE FOREIGN LANGUAGE 
TEXTS WITHOUT DICTIONARIES. IHEY ARE 
PARTICULARLY WEAK WHEN IT COMES TO 
SPEAKING A FOREIGN LANGUAGE." (PRAV- 

da, July 1961). This dissatisfaction 

HAS BEEN EXPRESSED IN PRAVDA EVER 
SINCE 1954. 

HOW THE U.S.S.R. WAS SOLVING THIS 
PROBLEM WAS ONE OF THE MAJOR PURPOSES 
FOR THE WRITER'S RESEARCH TRIP TO THAT 
COUNTRY DURING THE SPRING QUARTER OF 

1965. With headquarters in the Aca- 
demy of Pedagogical Sciences she was 

GIVEN INNUMERABLE OPPORTUNITIES TO AT- 
TEND AND STUDY IN THE VARIOUS PEDAGOG- 
ICAL Institutes dealing with the 

TRAILING OF MODERN LANGUAGF TEACHERS, 
WITH THE CURRICULUM JN THE GENERAL 
EDUCATION AND POLYTECHN I CAL SCHOOLS, 
WITH THE DEVELOPMENT AND USE OF AUDIO- 
VISUAL MATERIALS, AND WITH EDUCATIONAL 
PSYCHOLOGY. BESIDES WORKING '.A THESE 

Institutes the * writer visited many 




GENERAL EDUCATION SCHOOLS, SPECIAL 

schools. Pioneer houses and palaces. 
Several weeks were spent in study in 
Uzbekistan, a Central Asian Soviet Re- 
public, where Russian is taught as a 
foreign language in the Uzbek schools 
and the Uzbek language in the Russian 
schools. This matter of bilingualism 

AND MULTILINGUALISM IS MANY-FACETED 
AND WILL NOT BE DISCUSSED IN THIS AR- 
TICLE, 
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Both the U,S,S,R, and the U.S, be- 
lieve in educational opportunity for 
all. The expanding nursery and kin- 
dergarten schools give Soviet young- 
sters many educative experiences be- 
fore THEY START THEIR FORMAL EDUCATION 
AT THE AGE OF SEVEN IN THE PUBLIC 

schools. All children have eight 

YEARS OF COMPULSORY EDUCATION, WHICH 
WILL SOON EXTEND TO ELEVEN YEARS, In 

the General Education School, which 

HOUSES ALL GRADES FROM 1 THROUGH 8 AND 
IN MANY CASES ALSO GRADES 9, 10, AND 
11, THE STUDENT POPULATION IS USUALLY 
LIMITED FROM 900 TO 1,200 STUDENTS, 
Grades 1 through 4 are considered the 

ELEMENTARY DIVISION, GRADES 5 THROUGH 
8 THE INTERMEDIATE DIVISION, ANu 
GRADES 9, 10, AND 11 THE UPPER DIVI- 
SION, One could rightfully say that 

THE GRADUATE OF THE GENERAL EDUCATION 
SCHOOL WOULD BE THE EQUAL OF THE FIN- 
ISHING SOPHOMORE AT OUR COLLEGES AND 
UNIVERSITIES, 

The teacher who starts out with a 

FIRST GRADE CLASS MOVES UP THROUGH THE 
FOUR GRADES WITH HIS PUPILS, FROM 
THERE ON A CLASS ADVISOR (30-35 STU- 
DENTS) WORKS WITH THE ADVISEES UNTIL 
THEY GRADUATE, In THE SUBJECT MATTER 
FIELDS VERY FREQUENTLY THE TEACHER 
TAKES THE CLASS THROUGH FOUR OR MORE 
YEARS OF THE SUBJECT, T HE SOVIETS 
FEEL THAT THIS IS AN EFFICIENT WAY TO 
SFE TO IT THAT THE SUBJECT MATTER SPE- 
CIALIST TEACHES HIS MAJOR SUBJECT AND 
THAT THE STUDENTS MASTER THE REQUIRED 



SUBJECT MATTER SYSTEMATICALLY AND 
THOROUGHLY, The TEACHER KNOWS WHAT 
HIS STUDENTS HAVE COVERED AND A MINI- 
MUM AMOUNT OF TIME IS NEEDED FOR RE- 
VIEW AT THE BEGINNING OF THE YEAR BE- 
FORE TAKING UP THE NEW MATERIALS TO BE 
LEARNED, THE ABOVE ASPECTS, TOGETHER 
WITH THE CLOSE COLLABORATION OF PARENT 



COMM I TTEES AT EACH GRADE LEVEL WITH 
TEACHERS AND ADMINISTRATION, CREATE A 
GUIDANCE PERSPECTIVE WHICH CAN BE 
LOOKED UPON WITH ENVY BY AN OUTSIDER, 

One can be reasonably assured that 

EVERY TEACHER KNOWS EVERY CHILD IN THE 
SCHOOL, 



In this type of school curriculum 

MODERN LANGUAGES ARE REQUIRED OF ALL 
CHILDREN, A SCHOOL WILL TEACH, IN THE 
MAIN, ONLY ONE LANGUAGE, AT THE MOST, 

two. The techniques and group pro- 
cesses USEO IN THE CLASSROOM ARE SUCH 
THAT THE SLOWER LEARNER IS ABLE TO GET 
THE MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS WITHOUT UN- 
DULY WASTING THE TIME OF THE ABLER 
student. The THREE MAJOR LANGUAGES 
TAUGHT ARE ENGLISH (40 PERCENT), GER- 
MAN (30 percent), and French (20 per- 
cent), Spanish is beginning to take 

ON ADDED IMPORTANCE BUT THE LACK OF 
PERSONNEL IS HAMPERING THE PROGRAM, 

Much attention is being given to this 
lack. More and more teachers are be- 
ing TRAINED IN CUBA AND ARE COMING 
BACK WITH AN AMAZING COMPETENCE IN THE 
LANGUAGE, THE OTHER LANGUAGES SUCH AS 

Hindi, Arabic and Chinese are taught 

NOT SO MUCH IN THE WESTERN RUSSIAN RE- 
PUBLIC AS IN THE OTHER SOUTHERN AND 

Central Asian Soviet Republics, Here 

THESE LANGUAGES ARE TAUGHT STARTING IN 
THE SECOND GRADE WITH AUDI 0L I NGUAL 
TECHNIQUES SUCH AS WE ARE FAMILIAR 
WITH IN OUR OWN COUNTRY, 



In general schools where lan- 
guages ARE STARTED IN THE 5TH GRADE, 
CLASSES THE SIZE OF 36 ARE DIVIDED SO 
THAT THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHER WILL 
NOT HAVE MORE THAN 18 IN THE CLASS, 

Classes in the 5th and 6th grades have 

FOUR 45-MINUTE PERIODS PER WEEK, WHICH 
ARE REDUCED TO THREE A WEEK IN SUBSE- 
QUENT GRADES, At THE HIGHER LEVELS 
CLASSES CAN BE REDUCED TO ONLY TWO A 

week. The few classes at the upper 

LEVELS, ACCORDING TO THE LANGUAGE 
TEACHERS, IS THE REASON FOR THE POOR 
LANGUAGE RESULTS, The SPECIAL SCHOOLS, 
OF WHICH THERE ARE 52 IN THE CITY OF 
MOSCOW ALONE, SPECIALIZE IN LANGUAGES 
AND START AT THE 2ND GRADE LEVEL, WITH 
FOUR 45-MINUTE PERIODS A WEEK, IN- 
CREASING TO EIGHT 45-MINUTE PERIODS AT 
THE HIGHER LEVELS, IN THESE SCHOOLS 
AN AVERAGE CLASS OF 30 IS DIVIDED INTO 
THREE SECTIONS TO INSURE INTENSIVE 
ORAL WORK AND MUCH INDIVIDUAL ATTEN- 
TION, 

Formerly one would find in the 



IN THE TEACHING OK ENGLISH WAS OF 

Russian origin, not entirely cultural- 
ly AND LINGUISTICALLY AUTHENTIC. 

The Moscow and Tashkent Insti- 
tutes for Training Foreign Language 
Teachers not only train language 
teachers (a five year program) but 

ALSO INTERPRETERS AND TRANSLATORS (a 
SIX YEAR PROGRAM). A STUDENT IN THESE 
INSTITUTES DURING THE COURSE OF HIS 
LANGUAGE TRAINING WILL HAVE SPENT 
3,000 HOURS IN PRACTICAL CLASSROOM IN- 
STRUCTION IN THE LANGUAGE. THIS DOES 

not Include the courses in culture and 

CIVILIZATION OR LITERATURE. SOME 
1,700 HOURS ARE SPENT IN LEARNING A 
SECOND FOREIGN LANGUAGE. ONE MUST RE- 
MEMBER THAT THESE HOURS ARE OVER AND 
ABOVE THE LANGUAGE PROGRAM THE STUDENT 
HAS HAD IN THE GENERAL SCHOOLS (GRADES 

5 through 11). Although practical 

TRAINING IS CARRIED ON IN VARIOUS 
"LINGUISTIC ASPECTS” WITH COURSES BE- 
ING DIVIDED INTO PHONETICS, LEXICOLOGY, 
GRAMMAR, READING AND TRANSLATION UNDER 
THE DIFFERENT SPECIALISTS, THE VALID- 
ITY OF THIS METHOD HAS BEEN CHALLENGED. 
As A RESULT, CHANGES ARE BEING MADE 
AND IN SOME CASES THE VARIOUS ASPECTS 
ARE NOW WORKED ON IN A CORE TYPE 
CLASS. 

Practice teaching begins in the 

FOURTH YEAR WITH TWO MONTHS OF CAREFUL 
OBSERVATION, ONE IN OCTOBER AND ANOTH- 
ER IN THE SPRING, UNDER THE GUIDANCE 
OF THE MASTER TEACHER, APPLIED 
PSYCHOLOGIST AND METHODOLOGIST. IN 
THE FIFTH YEAR THERE ARE TWO SIMILAR 
PERIODS OF ACTUAL TEACHING. In ADDI- 
TION, ONE MONTH IS SPENT IN A CAMP EX- 
PERIENCE TEACHING AND GUIDING LANGUAGE 

clubs. Part of the student teacher’s 

WORK ALSO HAS TO DO WITH WORKING IN 
LANGUAGE CLUBS AND OTHER ACTIVITIES IN 

the Pioneer palaces and houses. 

The Lenin Pedagogical Institute 
in Moscow is just beginning to develop 

SPECIFIC COURSES TO TRAIN TEACHERS TO 
TEACH SUBJECT MATTER IN THE FOREiGN 
LANGUAGE. ALTHOUGH SOME OF IT IS BE- 
ING DONE HAPHAZARDLY, IT IS CLEAR THAT 
THIS TYPE OF PROGRAM WILL NEED VERY 
SOPHISTICATED TEACHERS AND, ACCORDING 
TO THE EXPERTS, AN ADDED YEAR OF 
TEA HER TRAINING. 

There is a staff to student ratio 

OF 1 TO 7 IN THE TEACHER TRAINING IN- 
STITUTES. The instructors possess a 
HIGH DEGREE OF COMPETENCY IN THE SPO- 
KEN LANGUAGE AND SOUND LINGUISTIC 
SCHOLARSHIP. MUCH OF THEIR TIME IS 
TAKEN UP WITH INDIVIDUAL CONSULTATION 
AND SMALL GROUP WORK. A GOOD DEAL OF 
RESEARCH IS ALSO CARRIED OUT BY THE 

staff. About 40 percent of the time 

OF ANY SENIOR STAFF MEMBER IS GIVEN TO 

this. Much of the new material devel- 



oped is incorporated cn revised text- 
books. The close collaboration on new 

MATERIALS, CURRICULUM, ETC. BETWEEN 
THE LANGUAGE CONSULTANTS IN THE CITY 
OF MOSCOW AND ELSEWHERE AND THE STAFF 
MEMBERS OF THE INSTITUTE WAS A VERY 
ENCOURAGING ASPECT OF THE PROGRAM IN 
WHICH THE WRITER WAS INVITED TO PAR- 
TICIPATE SEVERAL TIMES. 

The teacher in service has the 

OPPORTUNITY TO CONSULT WITH THE PEDA- 
GOGICAL INSTITUTES. The teacher can 
SPEND ONE DAY A WEEK CONSULTING AND 
STUDYING WITH THE INSTRUCTORS OF THE 
INSTITUTES. TWO YEAR REFRESHER 
COURSES, WHERE THE TEACHER CAN OBSERVE 
DEMONSTRATION CLASSES USING THE NEW 
APPROACHES AND LEARN ABOUT THE LATEST 
THEORIES, METHODS AND TECHNIQUES IN 
LANGUAGE INSTRUCTION ARE VERY POPULAR 
WITH TEACHERS WHO LIVE OUTSIDE OF THE 
LARGE URBAN CENTERS. TEACHERS CAN AL- 
SO TAKE A MORE CONCENTRATED TWO 
MONTHS* COURSE DURING SUMMER VACATION. 

Updating is required every five years, 
SO THEY say. The opportunity FOR UP- 
GRADING ONESELF COSTS THE TEACHER 
NOTHING AND IN INTERVIEWS WITH THEM IT 
APPEARED THAT THE TEACHERS ENJOY THESE 
COURSES VERY MUCH. 

In general, there is today in the 

U.S.S.R. A REAL DRIVE TO IMPROVE LAN- 
GUAGE TEACHING. The special schools 
INTRODUCE LANGUAGE LEARNING IN GRADE 

two. The pupils are taught in small 
groups. There is a lavish deployment 
of teachers. Teacher talent is almost 
squandered. Language training is in- 
tensive. There is much mechanical 
equipment at the pedagogical insti- 
tutes BUT NOT USED EFFECTIVELY IN 
TERMS OF THE AUDIO-LINGUAL APPROACH. 

LES60NS ARE WELL-PLANNED. HOW- 
EVER, MATERIALS LACK CULTURAL AUTHEN- 
TICITY, PERHAPS MORE BECAUSE OF POLIT- 
ICAL REASONS THAN EDUCATIONAL. 

The Soviets insist that to be 

ABLE TO USE LANGUAGE THERE MUST BE 
MUCH PRACTICE WITHIN A LIMITED AREA OF 
THE LANGUAGE. THE PUPIL MUST BE CON- 
SCIOUS OF THE HABIT HE IS LEARNING 
WITHOUT HAVING TO FORMULATE IT IN AB- 
STRACT rules. Many observers question 

THE FAIRLY UNIFORM APPROACH AND USE OF 
MATERIALS. T HE WRITER DOES NOT. LAN- 
GUAGE TEACHING IS A SCIENTIFIC AND 
TECHNOLOGICAL OPERATION. 

The Soviets are criticized be- 
cause OF THE GREAT EMPHASIS ON THE 
SKILL ASPECTS RATHER THAN ON HUMAN EN- 
LIGHTENMENT. Rich personal develop- 
ment AND ENLIGHTENMENT CAN ONLY TAKE 
PLACE WHEN LANGUAGE CAN BE USED 
SUCCESSFULLY. 






MODERN LANGUAGE CLASSROOM STUDENTS AND 
TEACHER TALKING ABOUT THE LANGUAGE 
RATHER THAN USING IT, In THE NEW PRO- 
GRAM EVERY FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 
CONSISTS MAINLY OF MANY DIFFERENT EX- 
ERCISES CONDUCTED IN THE FOREIGN LAN- 
GUAGE EXCLUSIVELY, T HE MAIN TASK IS 
TO DEVELOP THE ABILITY TO USE LAN - 

guage. Expositions or models of the 

LANGUAGE (A SHORT DIALOG OR NARRATIVE) 
ARE BRIEF AND HAVE PRACTICAL ORIENTA- 
TION, The amount of language to be 

LEARNED HAS THUS BEEN REDUCED. IN 
GRADE 5 , THE FIRST YEAR OF LANGUAGE, 
THE STUDENT IS EXPECTED TO MASTER 

about 250 words; IN GRADE 6, 200 

words; but in grade eight, only 175 
new words. This redistribution of vo- 
cabulary LOAD enables THE STUDENTS TO 
REVIEW AND CONSTANTLY INCORPORATE THE 
OLD MATERIAL. 

The range of the grammatical ma- 
terial IS LIMITED AND THE READING MA- 
TERIALS SIMPLIFIED TO AVOID INTRO- 
DUCING NEW FORMS AND STRUCTURES UNTIL 
THE BASIC ONES HAVE BEEN THOROUGHLY 
ASSIMILATED. THIS ENABLES THE EXTEN- 
SIVE USE OF REPRODUCTIVE EXERCISES. 

The new attitude holds that consider- 
able memorization of model utterances 

CONTAINING THE LINGUISTIC STRUCTURES 
AND STOCK PHRASES IS BASIC TO ACQUIR- 
ING LANGUAGE. T HE TEACHERS DO NOT 
WORRY THAT IN THE BEGINNING THE STU- 
DENT FINDS IT A BIT DIFFICULT TO DE- 
PART FROM THE MODELS. 

The idea of "concept learning", 

WHICH is HAVING A STRONG IMPACT ON 

Soviet education, assures two things 

IN PRESENT DAY LANGUAGE TEACHING IN 

the U.S.S.R. There is a stress on 

TEACHING FUNCTIONAL GRAMMAR WITH EM- 
PHASIS ON CONTRASTING THE MOTHER 
TONGUE WITH THAT OF THE TaRGET LAN- 
GUAGE. Once an insight into a concept 

IS GOTTEN, LANGUAGE PRACTICE IS THE 
ORDER OF THE DAY. 

When observing in the classroom 

ONE COULD t TICE THE THOROUGHNESS AND 
THE INTENSITY OF EFFORT DEMANDED OF 
TEACHER AND PUPILS. SlNCE A CONSIDER- 
ABLE Range of ability is represented 

IN A CLASS ONE WOULD ASSUME THIS IN- 
TENSITY TO BE RATHER BURDENSOME FOR 
SOME OF THE PUPILS IN THE CLASS. BUT 
THIS DIDN’T SEEM TO BE THE CASE AT 

all. Perhaps the favorable attitude 

OF FACULTY, ADMINISTRATION, COMMUNITY, 
AND THE STUDENTS TOWARD FOREIGN LAN- 
GUAGES, THE SMALL CLASS SIZE AND THE 
VERY CLOSE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PUHL 
AND TEACHER AND BETWEEN THE MEMBERS OF 
THE CLASS HAD SOMETHING TO DO WITH THE 
EFFORT AND MOTIVATION APPARENT IN MOST 
CLASSROOMS. 

The intensity of effort was com- 
pensated FOR BY THE VARIATION IN 



classroom exercises: the learning of 

A SHORT DIALOG THAT WAS OF IMMEDIATE 



USE, THE TELLING OF A 
TEACHER, OR READING OF 

the pupils; questions 

TEACHER, ADDRESSED BY 

one another; statements 
story; recapitulation of 



story by the 

it BY SOME OF 

asked by the 

THE PUPILS TO 
MADE ABOUT THE 
THE STORY BIT 



BY BIT BY SUCCESSIVE PUPILS, AND THEN 
A COMPLETE RECAPITULATION BY ONE STU- 
DENT. Much use was made of filmstrip 

AND' SHORT FILM. THE COMMENTARY WAS 
USED AS THE MODEL IN THE BEGINNING AND 
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GIVEN BY THE STUDENTS THUS PREPARING 
THEM IN MANY CASES AS GUIDES OR AIDES 
TO FOREIGNERS WHO VISIT THE COUNTRY. 

The oral work would be corrected and 

DRILLED INCIDENTALLY, INDIVIDUALLY OR 
COLLECTIVELY, DEPENDING ON THE KIND OF 
MISTAKE MADE. LANGUAGE GAMES AND 
SONGS (EVEN THE VERY MODERN TEENAGE 
tvpf<;) WERE MUCH IN EVIDENCE. 



We might critize the uniformity 

OF APPROACH AND ITS PREDICTABLE OUT- 
COMES. In the hands of some teachers 

THIS COULD BE UNINSPIRING AND DEADLY. 

But much can be said in its favor. If 
acquiring language is a matter of ac- 
quiring SATISFACTORY RESPONSES, THEN 
PREDICTABILITY OF RESPONSES TO STIMULI 
IS PREREQUISITE. THERE SEEMED TO BE 
NO EVIDENCE THAT THIS APPROACH STOPPED 
COMPETENCE OR ENTHUSIASM. 



Intensive reading had an impor- 
tant PLACE IN THE LESSON AND STUOENTS 
WERE ENCOURAGED TO DO EXTENSIVE READ- 
ING FROM AN APPROVED LIST OF BOOKS. 

It was amusiNj to find the students 

AVIDLY READING A NUMBER OF ENGLISH 
BOOKS NOT ON THE BOOK LIST. 



Most schools visited had tape re- 
corders and projectors. Some rooms 

WERE EQUIPPED WITH EARPHONES AT THE 
PUPILS* DESKS AND A SMALL TABLE CON- 
SOLE IN THE FRONT OF THE ROOM. TAPED 
EXERCISES AS WE KNOW THEM WERE SCARCE. 

Most tapes had dialogs or reading se- 
lections FOR LISTENING. In SOME CASES 
THE TECHNIQUE OF "EXPLODING" WAS USED 
TO ENABLE STUDENTS TO REPEAT AFTER A 
PHRASE OR UTTERANCE. THE YOUNGER 
TEACHERS ARE CONSCIOUS OF THE VALUE OF 
LABORATORY EXERCISES BUT LACK THE 
"KNOW HOW" OF DEVELOPING EXERCISES AND 
MATERIALS. W|TH THE IDEAL SITUATION 
OF SMALL CLASSES THE URGENCY OF DEVEL- 
OPING NEW TEACHER TRAINING PROGRAMS IN 
LABORATORY TECHNIQUES IS ALMOST NIL. 

Some of the Soviet methodologists and 

TEACHERS WHO HAVE HAD THE OPPORTUNITY 
OF VISITING LANGUAGE LABORATORY IN- 
STALLATIONS IN THIS COUNTRY, ARE NOW 
TAKING ANOTHER LOOK AT THEIR LANGUAGE 
CURRICULUM TO CONSIDER WHAT A GOOD 
LABORATORY PROGRAM COULD DO IN ECONOMY 
OF TIME AND EFFICIENCY IN LEARNING. 
THE LANGUAGE AND VISUAL MATERIALS USED 
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